STANLEY J. GRENZ sgrenz®stanleyjgrenz.com Baylor University and Truett Theological Seminary, Waco, In the mid-1990s, airwaves across North America were monopolized by Canadian pop diva Alanis Morissette's "All I Really Want." The lyrics ramble through a hodgepodge of seemingly disconnected preferences and competing desires that the singer finds present within and around her. Morissette bemoans life in a world populated by superficial people, and she desperately yearns for a soul mate, a kindred spirit, someone who truly understands. Like many others of her generation, sixteen-year-old Aminah McKinnie of Madison, Miss., spends much of her non-school waking hours on the Internet. She lives in a strangely paradoxical realm in which the opinions of peers and relationships are crucial, and yet social groups are fluid, friendships change over a period of months or even weeks, and the possibility of lifelong "best friends" is not even on the radar screen! The fluidity characteristic of the contemporary ethos is epitomized by the Internet chat room. Here participants are able to be whomever they want, to try on new identities with ' ease, even to the point of becoming a different person with each foray into cyberspace. No concept has been more important for the understanding of the human person in Western intellectual history than the "self." The idea that every human being is a self belongs to the standard vocabulary of Western society. The "self," however, is a modern invention, one that stands at the apex of a long intellectual process. Moreover, it is now under attack from a variety of quarters. The intellectual trajectory that includes both the rise and demise of the self provides the background and forms the context for a constructive theological conversation with the contemporary anthropological situation.
